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OFFICERS STUDY the history of past 
battles to learn how to be better command-

ers. Yet more often than not, military history is 
the study of failures rather than successes. Most 
interesting battles have been close affairs, in the 
sense that, at least at one point in the action, vic-
tory might have gone to either side. In many of 
these battles, the final result was decided not so 
much by what the winner did right, but by what 
the loser did wrong.

For example, the rapid, decisive character of the 
victory of Prussia over France in 1870-1871 owed 
as much to the French’s incompetence as to the 
Germans’ superior tactics. The same can be said 
of many of Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s 
victories over Union armies in the American Civil 
War or of Israeli victories in 1948, 1956, 1967, 
and 1973. Indeed, it would probably not be much 
of an exaggeration to suggest that battles in which 
this was not the case are the exception rather than 
the rule.

The Falklands War between Argentina and Great 
Britain was not one of the exceptions. Although the 
invasion of the Falkland Islands began well enough 
for the Argentines, most subsequent operations did 
not. Despite being thousands of miles from their 
nearest base, the British were able to mount an 
unopposed amphibious landing at San Carlos, win 
every land engagement, and maintain air superior-
ity throughout the campaign. While the Argentines 
did have some successes, including sinking at least 
six British ships, these came at a heavy cost in pi-
lots and aircraft to the Argentina Air Force (Fuerza 
Aerea Argentina [FAA]) and Argentina Naval Avia-
tion (Aviacion Naval Argentina [ANA]).1

What is most interesting about the Falklands 
conflict is that, based on commonly accepted 
military doctrine and the forces available in the 
theater of operations, Argentina should not have 
lost so easily. From a strictly military point of view, 
an eventual British victory was inevitable, but it 

should not have been such a walkover. Further-
more, such a victory might have required a higher 
cost in human lives than the British public was 
willing to pay, which might have led to a negoti-
ated solution. Yet such a strategy of attrition could 
not succeed in the wake of repeated tactical and 
operational failures.

At least as interesting as the question of why 
Argentina so easily lost the war is why British his-
torians have failed to consider the conflict from the 
Argentine perspective. Saying that the British were 
better trained or had better tactics and doctrine is 
fine, but war depends as much on what an adver-
sary does as on what one does oneself. Among 
the dangers inherent in failing to consider an 
adversary’s possibilities—even after the fact—are 
the learning of inappropriate tactical lessons and 
the complacency caused by overconfidence. Israel, 
for example, had fallen into both traps in the years 
leading up to the Yom Kippur War.2

After the unopposed landing of 3 Commando 
Brigade at San Carlos on 21 May 1982, the British  
occupied the hills surrounding the settlement and 
consolidated defense of the beachhead. Despite 
strikes by the FAA and ANA that resulted in the 
sinking of four British ships, the Argentine Army  
made no attempt to prevent the amphibious land-
ing.3 First among the many reasons for this was 
that they did not have land vehicles capable of 
traversing the terrain of the islands, which had few 
roads. Second, British air superiority made it too 
dangerous to fly helicopters. Finally, a march was 
out of the question: the nearest Argentine troop 
concentration was at Goose Green, more than 20 
kilometers away.4 By the time these troops reached 
San Carlos, the five British battalions would have 
already adopted their defensive positions in the 
hills.

Brigadier Julian Thompson, commanding the 
landing force, ordered Lieutenant Colonel Herbert 
“H” Jones, commanding 2 Battalion, Parachute 
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Regiment (2 Para), to plan a raid on Argentine 
positions at Darwin and Goose Green. These po-
sitions, located on a narrow isthmus connecting 
East Falkland with Lafonia, were of no strategic 
importance for Thompson, whose objective was 
Stanley, the capital. However, his brigade would 
not be ready to advance on Stanley for several 
days, and he wanted to use the time to “establish 
moral and physical domination over the enemy,” as 
instructed by Major General Jeremy Moore, who 
took command of the land forces when he arrived 
in the Falklands 2 weeks later.5 Nevertheless, when 
they discovered how little artillery could be moved 
with the helicopters available, the raid was called 
off. Thompson was not willing to risk a battalion 
by sending it without adequate artillery support in 
a raid that was not absolutely necessary.

Joint headquarters in the United Kingdom 
proved more willing to take the risk, concerned 
as it was that the war might not appear to be go-
ing well to the British people, who had seen no 
victories and four of Her Majesty’s ships sunk. 
Thompson was therefore ordered to send 2 Para to 
capture the positions at Darwin and Goose Green, 
regardless of the availability of artillery, to secure a 
victory for the British public. While 2 Para moved 
south to the Darwin isthmus, three of the brigade’s 
other battalions marched east toward Stanley, with 
the last battalion remaining at San Carlos to defend 
the beachhead.6

When planning the advance, Jones did not ad-
here to Helmuth Carl von Moltke’s dictum that 
“no plan of operations extends with certainty 
beyond the first encounter with the enemy’s main 
strength.”7 Instead, he planned a complex six-phase 
operation requiring exquisite timing and coordi-
nation between his three rifle companies and his 
patrols company. The battalion would march south 
to Camilla Creek House, about 8 kilometers north 
of Darwin, where it would reform and rest before 
crossing the start line halfway between Camilla 
Creek and Darwin. The plan was for one company 
to move down either side of the isthmus. The other 
companies were to follow to provide support and, 
depending on the phase, pass through to attack 
their own objectives. Artillery support would come 
from three 105-millimeter (mm) cannons, as well 
as from the guns of HMS Arrow, which would be 
available for naval gunfire support until forced by 
the onset of daylight to retreat to the relative safety 
of San Carlos Water. Much of the fighting was to 
be done before dawn.8

To meet the advance, Lieutenant Colonel Italo 
Piaggi, commander of the 12th Infantry Regiment 
and garrison commander at Goose Green, had an 
assortment of men from three different regiments 

of infantry, including two companies (A and C) of 
his own 12th Regiment; a reduced C Company of 
the 25th Regiment; and a section of C Company 
of the 8th Regiment, which gave him a total of 554 
officers and men, a total approximately equal to a 
British infantry battalion (620 officers and men). 
This mixed unit was named Task Force Mercedes 
after the city in which the 12th Regiment had its 
peacetime garrison. In addition to the infantry 
component, Piaggi had three 105-mm guns and a 
handful of antiaircraft guns. Also at Goose Green 
were 202 Air Force troops under the command 
of Vice Commodore Wilson Pedrozo, who was 
charged with manning Air Base Condor. Pedrozo’s 
planes (Argentine-built Pucarás designed for 
counterinsurgency operations) had all been sent to 
Stanley for safety.9 

Because the British had control of the air and 
sea around the islands, an attack on Goose Green 
could theoretically have come from the north, by 
a direct march from the San Carlos beachhead; 
from the south, by an airborne landing on Lafonia; 
or from the beaches on either side of the isthmus. 
With no intelligence on British intentions, Piaggi 
had to deploy his troops so he could meet a threat 
from any direction.10 As a result, he divided his 
forces, placing a detachment in the small hills north 
and west of Darwin, a detachment in the south, 
and a reserve at Goose Green. In the days before 
the British landings, the northern troops had posi-
tioned themselves across the isthmus, from where 
they could fire on troops approaching from the 
north and redeploy rapidly to meet an amphibious 
operation. In addition, they placed minefields and 
boobytraps in front of the prepared positions to 
further impede the British advance.11

Despite the extensive defensive preparations, 
on 26 May, Piaggi was ordered to move out of the 
positions in the north and adopt a more aggressive 
response toward the anticipated British attack. So, 
when the British advance made contact with the 
first line of Argentine defenders on the morning 
of the 28th, the British were not confronted with 
an entrenched unit with minefields in its front but, 
rather, with a detachment out in the open with 
minefields along its line of retreat. Not unexpect-
edly, the surprised Argentine conscripts did not 
stand up well to the British advance and began to 
retreat almost immediately.12

The British advance along the eastern side of the 
isthmus drove the retreating Argentines back into 
their prepared positions, where they were able to 
regroup and halt the forward progress of the attack. 
Meanwhile, the troops on the British right had met 
heavy resistance—a company of reinforcements 
had arrived by helicopter from Stanley to shore 
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up the Argentine defenses and counterattack and 
stopped the British on the western side of the isth-
mus. In an attempt to break the stalemate, Jones 
led a charge toward one Argentine position on his 
left, but was hit by rifle fire from another trench. 
Although this resulted in Jones’s death, it also pro-
vided the Paras with the momentum they needed 
to overrun the Argentine positions near Darwin. 
Outflanked on their right by this attack and on their 
left by a company of Paras sent along the beach, 
and suffering heavy casualties and a shortage of 
ammunition, the Argentine forces withdrew toward 
Goose Green.13

As the Argentines fell back to the settlement, the 
British began to encircle it, completely surrounding 
Goose Green by dusk. Although it seemed there 
was little hope for the men of Piaggi’s task force, 
around this time they were reinforced by Combat 
Team Solari’s 132 officers and men, who had been 
transported from Stanley by helicopter and landed 
just south of Goose Green around dusk.14 These 
troops increased the total number of combat troops 
available by nearly a third and might have been 
used effectively in a counterattack.

Major Chris Keeble, 2 Para’s second-in-com-
mand, who assumed command of the battalion 
following Jones’s death, felt there was no point in 
fighting any longer. He did not have enough men 
or ammunition for an assault on the village, but 
he knew both were on the way. The Argentines 
were surrounded and would eventually have to 
surrender or die fighting. Keeble did not want to 
have to fight his way into Goose Green, whose 114 
residents—held during the battle in the community 
hall—might suffer in the subsequent combined 
artillery and aerial bombardment. In an ultimatum 
delivered to Piaggi, this is precisely what Keeble 
proposed to do. Specifically, the ultimatum note 
called for the surrender of the Argentine troops 
under Piaggi’s command, the alternative to which 
would be the bombardment of the settlement. 
While artillery and air support had not been effec-
tive during the fighting, three Harriers had dropped 
cluster bombs near the Argentine positions just 
before dusk, and Piaggi and his men were well 
aware of what a precise strike on their position 
could accomplish. Keeble also pointed out that, 
because he was informing Piaggi in advance of 
the bombardment, the Argentines would be held 
responsible for any civilian casualties under the 
rules set forth by the Geneva Conventions.15

Piaggi did not see any point in continuing the 
struggle. He explained the situation to the joint 
commander at Stanley, who authorized, but would 
not order, a surrender. Ultimately it was up to the 
officers in the settlement to make the decision, 

and they decided—although not unanimously—to 
avoid any further bloodshed.16 On the morning of 
29 May—ironically, the Argentina Army’s National 
Day—the soldiers and airmen of Task Force Mer-
cedes surrendered to 2 Para, officially ending the 
Battle of Darwin-Goose Green.17

Should Argentina Have Won?
The Argentina Army had few natural advantages 

in the Falklands conflict. Its troops were not as well 
trained or as well supplied as those of the British. 
Nor could the Army benefit from naval gunfire 
or close air support. Despite these disadvantages, 
however, Argentine troops had at least four major 
areas in which they should have had the upper 
hand: parity in numbers, the ability to use airmen 
as infantry, counterattack, and national spirit.

Parity in numbers. In the early 19th century, 
Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz 
wrote, “Defense is the stronger form of waging 
war.”18 Modern military doctrine has attempted 
to quantify this statement by recommending that 
when attacking prepared positions the ratio of 
attacking to defending troops should be three to 
one. While such a ratio is seldom attained, it does 
suggest the magnitude of the advantage held by 
defending troops. At Darwin-Goose Green, 2 Para 
did not come close to achieving that force ratio. 
Indeed, the numbers of troops engaged in combat 
on both sides were roughly equal. Further, this 
parity extended to artillery and machineguns, as 
well as to close air support, although the British 
failure with respect to the latter was largely caused 
by the weather. The Argentines could have done 
more to exploit the natural advantage granted by 
the defensive. Perhaps their greatest failure in this 
regard was the abandonment of their prepared 
positions for positions further forward in the days 
before the battle.

The use of airmen as infantry. Another way 
in which the Argentines could have exploited a 
defensive advantage would have been to use FAA 
troops as infantry, an option which they seem not 
to have even considered. Despite having not been 
trained as combat troops, the more than 200 airmen 
at Goose Green could certainly have been used to 
strengthen the defensive positions in the north, 
especially as they were serving no other useful 
purpose. This option would have given the Argen-
tines a potentially decisive advantage over their 
British attackers at the point of the attack.19 Instead 
of having their value as fighting men impressed on 
them, they were left at Goose Green to defend the 
airport, a position they abandoned as the British 
approached, leaving a gap in the Argentine line that 
allowed the penetration by D Company, 2 Para, in 

LATIN AMERICA



 July-August 2005  MILITARY REVIEW  48

the afternoon. The airmen’s withdrawal was made 
without Piaggi’s knowledge or authorization.20

Counterattack. The arrival of reinforcements 
on the evening of the 28th provided Piaggi with yet 
another option that might have turned the tide—
counterattack. While most Argentine troops might 
not have been prepared to continue the struggle, the 
troops that arrived from Stanley on the afternoon 
of the battle should have been. Further, although 
the British had the advantage of momentum, the 
Paras were tired, cold, wet, and low on ammuni-
tion. Keeble himself noted, “If they had counter-
attacked at dawn they would have thrown us off 
the battlefield because we were totally outgunned 
and wrong-footed.”21 

National spirit. Finally, the Argentines had on 
their side what Clausewitz has called Volksgeist, 
or national spirit.22 For them, the recapture of 
the Falklands was a point of national honor. The 
islands had been claimed by Argentina since its 
independence from Spain in 1820, and the officers 
and men of the Army, Navy, and Air Force in 1982 
had grown up with the idea that, someday, the is-
lands would be recaptured from Britain (perceived 
as a colonial usurper), which had occupied them 
since 1833. To the Argentines, the Falklands were 
a part of Argentina and, despite their lack of eco-
nomic or strategic value, something worth fighting 
for. Unfortunately, Volksgeist did not prove to be 
enough.

Why Did Argentina Lose?
Keeble, the officer to whom the Argentines sur-

rendered at Goose Green, wrote: “I believe the 
Argentines lost the battle rather than the Paras win-
ning it. In fact I suspect that is how most conflicts 
are resolved.”23 While this demonstrates humility, 
it also shows insight into the fundamental nature 
of combat. No matter how well or poorly the Brit-
ish fought, the battle was Argentina’s to lose. It is 
important to note, however, that no single factor 
can be said to have produced the defeat.

Lack of intelligence was a major factor. While 
both Piaggi and the joint command in Stanley sus-
pected a British attack on the positions at Darwin 
and Goose Green was imminent, they did not know 
when or from which direction it was coming. Fur-
thermore, they did not know whether to expect a 
raid, as Thompson had originally planned, or a full-
scale attack to capture the positions. In either case, 
they did not know how many troops to expect.

Operationally, this lack of intelligence translated 
into a front that was massively overextended. 
Because Piaggi did not know where to expect 
the attack, he had to place troops at both ends of 
the isthmus and still be able to cover the beaches 

in case of an amphibious landing, which left an 
insufficient number of troops at every position.24 
Had the Argentines possessed better intelligence 
on British troop composition and movements, 
they might have placed the bulk of the task force 
in positions on the northern end of the isthmus to 
meet 2 Para’s attack. This presumably would have 
made the attack more difficult for the British. Also, 
better intelligence at the end of the battle would 
have given Piaggi a more complete situational 
picture, which might have allowed him to consider 
a counterattack.

While a lack of intelligence to support good 
decisionmaking was one issue, the level at which 
decisions were made was another. For example, the 
order for the troops defending the northern sector 
of the isthmus to leave their prepared positions and 
move north did not come from Piaggi but from the 
Stanley joint command, which derived its view of 
the tactical situation only by radio communica-
tions with Goose Green. This resulted in Argentine 
frontline troops being in exposed positions when 
the British attacked, and having a minefield to their 
rear through which they would have to retreat.

Intervention by senior commanders is not unique 
to the Argentine Army. Indeed, the British advance 
to Darwin-Goose Green was precipitated by com-
manders at joint headquarters attempting to control 
events thousands of miles away. What is important 
to note here is not the occurrence of the problem 
but the fact it was made possible by the real-time 
communications link between Stanley and Goose 
Green. The idea that the proliferation of such 
links might tempt future commanders to exercise 
control at inappropriate levels has been discussed 
elsewhere.25

Possibly, the perceived need to impose tactical 
orders on the troops at Darwin and Goose Green 
was caused by a failure on the part of the joint 
command to appoint a commander on the ground. 
Although Piaggi was the commander of Task 
Force Mercedes, composed of portions of the 8th, 
12th, and 25th Infantry Regiments deployed on the 
isthmus, Pedrozo was actually the ranking officer 
at Goose Green. More than once, Piaggi asked his 
superiors at Stanley for clarification of the chain of 
command, but none was forthcoming. Even though 
Pedrozo was an Air Force officer untrained in the 
tactical employment of ground troops, he did not 
hesitate to involve himself in the direction of the 
battle. At one point Piaggi became so frustrated 
with this intervention that he told Pedrozo, “Please 
do me a favor, and get out of here.”26 One of their 
major disagreements concerned the surrender: 
Piaggi and Pedrozo had different opinions about 
how to proceed, and in this case, their actions 
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became an issue not only of authority but also of 
responsibility.27 

Piaggi’s leadership at Darwin-Goose Green has 
also been questioned. Specifically, José Eduardo 
Costa has pointed out that while 2 Para’s com-
mander and all of the company commanders led 
from the front, Piaggi and his staff remained at 
their command post at Goose Green during the bat-
tle. Noting that the highest ranking Argentine officer 
at the front was a first lieutenant, Costa writes, “The 
experience of an Argentine commander at the front 
line of combat during the action would have been 
essential for the tactical conduct of the battle.”28 

The most interesting aspect of this argument—
the idea that the British were successful because 
their officers led from the front—is that one of the 
major British historians of the battle, Spencer Fitz-
Gibbon, has devoted an entire book to precisely the 
opposite argument.29 Fitz-Gibbon argues that it was 
not Jones’s detailed planning or micromanagement 
that led to the British success. Instead, he points 
out the battle only opened up for the British after 
Jones’s death, when Keeble gave his company 
commanders a free hand to accomplish their as-
signed tasks as they saw fit.

Another problem with Costa’s criticism of Piaggi 
is that he fails to take into account the geographical 
distribution of Piaggi’s troops and the dearth of 
available radios. From his command post at Goose 
Green, Piaggi was able to communicate by courier 
with his troops in both the north and the south, as 
well as by radio with the joint command at Stanley, 
from which he constantly requested close air sup-
port and resupply of ammunition.30 Under normal 
circumstances, Piaggi would have deployed to the 
front with one or two noncommissioned officers 
(NCOs) and controlled the battle from there while 
his second-in-command remained at the command 
post and communicated with Stanley. However, the 
presence of only one radio—confiscated from one 
of the local residents—rendered such an organiza-
tion impossible.31

Neither of these arguments is entirely conclu-
sive. For one thing, Auftragstaktik requires com-
manders and their subordinates to share a mental 
model developed by means of common training 
and experience. However, Piaggi was new to the 
12th Regiment and had not trained the company-
grade officers to his way of thinking. Moreover, 
half of the officers present at Darwin and Goose 
Green were from either the 8th or the 25th Regi-
ments and were even less familiar with Piaggi as 
a commander.

On the other hand, the commander’s appear-
ance at the front, once the direction of the British 
advance had been established, might have helped 

inhibit the retreat. The presence of the commander 
in the trenches might even have set an example for 
the men and turned the tide. However, this is mere 
speculation, especially considering that most of 
the troops under his command were not familiar 
with Piaggi.

Criticism has also been leveled at lower ranking 
officers for not fighting with their men, although 
this seems to have little foundation, at least at 
Darwin and Goose Green where most, if not all, 
of the company-grade officers were in the trenches 
with their troops. Indeed, 1st Lieutenant Roberto 
Estévez was killed in action while defending 
the position near Darwin Hill, and 2d Lieuten-
ant Guillermo Aliaga and 2d Lieutenant Ernesto 
Peluffo were seriously wounded during the fight.32 
In general, the officers in command of sections or 
companies performed valiantly in the action on the 
Darwin isthmus.

The enlisted force also fought well, up to a point. 
But despite whatever Volksgeist they might have 
possessed, it could not make up for a lack of ad-
equate training. The private soldiers of the Argen-
tina Army were exclusively conscripts, who did a 
year of compulsory military service before going to 
work in the private sector. The only professionals 
in the Army were the officers and NCOs.

Several problems existed with such a system. 
First, the training period was not long enough. 
Second, soldiers called up for service would ei-
ther have training that was not recent enough or 
too little training, as was the case with the most 
recent lot of conscripts. (The 12th Regiment had 
only 3 months of training before the invasion of 
the Falklands.) Third, the officer corps suffered 
because they were reduced to training raw recruits 
and did not have time to develop tactical or techni-
cal skills.33 

The Argentine troops had other problems that 
had nothing to do with training. One was the 
weather. Whereas the Paras had trained in cold 
weather climates before, but the men of the 12th 
Regiment came from a subtropical climate and 
were not used to cold. Further, as one of the last 
units sent to the Falklands, they had not been ade-
quately provisioned and, indeed, had an insufficient 
supply of winter clothing, which made soldiering 
almost unbearable, especially in a region that was 
cold and always wet in April and May.34

In addition to being wet, the troops were hun-
gry. Provisions were inadequate and there was 
little hope of resupply. The distances between sub-
units and a lack of vehicles made it difficult to get 
food and water to the troops. The same problems 
arose with respect to ammunition. Mortar sec-
tions had the most trouble, having expended their 
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ammunition early in the battle. But the problem 
was not unique to the mortar sections. By 0930, 
frontline troops in the northern sector claimed to 
have exhausted 60 percent of their ammunition. 
Some sections were compelled to retreat only be-
cause they were without ammunition, even after 
replenishing their supply with ammunition taken 
from casualties.35

Sadly, the major reason for the shortages was 
simply that many of the 12th Regiment’s supplies 
had never left Argentina, including radios, artil-
lery, mortars and heavy machineguns, and combat 
vehicles, as well as ammunition. The regiment had 
been ordered to the Falklands relatively late in the 
conflict to shore up the defenses against the Brit-
ish task force, then on its way south. The priority 
was to get the troops across and to worry about the 
equipment later. Unfortunately for the regiment, by 
the time the equipment was ready to be sent, the 

British blockade of the islands had become suf-
ficiently effective that it was considered too risky 
to send it. The soldiers were left to fight with what 
was available.

British victory at Darwin-Goose Green was 
not inevitable, and it was not due to an inherent 
superiority in either leadership or technology on 
the part of British forces. Instead, it was caused 
by a combination of factors on the Argentine side, 
ranging from multiple organizational dysfunctions 
to the inability to adequately provision troops in 
the trenches. Despite the inherent advantages of a 
defensive posture and an overall numerical supe-
riority, as well as the will to win, the Argentines 
were not able to overcome the numerous logistical 
and organizational challenges they had created to 
defeat the better organized British battalion. The 
fact that they might have, however, is perhaps the 
most important lesson of the Falklands War. MR
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